Are heart valves from donors over 65 years of age morphologically suitable for transplantation?
Since there is no upper age limit for general organ donation, unlike heart valve donation, and since a quarter of all organ donors are 65 years and older, we examined whether the heart valves from these donors are suitable as allografts. In the period 1999-2004 the aortic valve and pulmonary valve of 100 organ donors above 65 years of age were examined to establish whether they would have been suitable as valve grafts. To compare the valve grafts above and below the age limit of 65 years, we used data on the aortic and pulmonary valves of 380 organ donors below the age limit in the same time period. Examination of the 200 heart valves showed that - just like valves from donors below the age limit - 100 of them would have met the medical quality standards for transplantation, which discriminate among optimal, suitable and unsuitable tissue morphology. The morphological suitability of the aortic valves decreases rapidly during the 4th decade of life and near to the age limit only 6% of them are accepted as grafts. The rate of potentially acceptable aortic valve grafts from organ donors aged over 65 years of 15% is also small. By contrast, the pulmonary valves are not affected by age-related tissue changes that might reduce their transplantability. The predominant majority (85%) of potential pulmonary valve grafts from organ donors over 65 years of age fulfilled the acceptance criteria, half of them (48%) even showing good tissue quality. In light of these results the age limit was raised to 70 years in 2005.